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Custer, the Egotist 


By W. A. RUSSELL, Md. 


 wrrer ONE said years ago that 
“the child is father to the 
man”. I don’t know who said it, 
but he spoke the truth. 

I have in mind the case of 
George Armstrong Custer. When 
he was just a little boy, he went 
to the doctor to have a tooth 
pulled. His father praised him, 
and with his mouth full of blood, 
he took his father’s hand and 
said, “You and me, father, can 
lick all the Whigs in Ohio.” That 
was his dominating idea as a 
child and it was the same idea 
which led to his death on the 
banks of the Little Big Horn, 
June 25, 1876. He believed his 
eavalry could lick the entire 
Sioux nation. 

In 1921, I visited the town of 
New Rumley, Ohio, where Cus- 
ter was born. While there, I met 
the old postmaster who knew Cus- 
ter as a boy. I said to him, “Was 
there anything unusual about 
Custer as a boy which attracted 
your attention?” “Only one 
thing,” he said. “He always 
wanted to play war and was 
never satisfied unless he could be 
captain and lead the trcops.” 

I chanced to be mixed up in a 
murder trial a few years ago. A 
very pretty woman had (supposed- 
ly) killed four husbands and her 
baby. She was apparently a 
bright woman but her dominating 
idea was to get rid of her hus- 
bands arid collect the insurance 


money. Custer’s dominating idea, 
that he could lick all the Whigs 
in Ohio, led to his death, while 
her dominating idea led to con- 
finement in the penitentiary in 
Boise, Idaho. 

In the course of this article I 
shail quote quite freely from the 
book, “The Glory Hunter’, by 
Frederic Van de Water and will 
refer to the pages as I drift along. 

It has been my privilege to 
travel over Custer battlefield many 
times with Gen. Godfrey who was 
with Reno; with Theodore Goldin 
whos won a congressional medal 
for bravery by going down to the 
Little Big Horn and getting wa- 
ter for Reno’s wounded, end also 
with Col. Charles A. Varnum, U. 
S. army (retired). On the 50th 
anniversary of the battle, I was 
asked to take the old soldiers over 
the battlefield. After the trip, I 
was invited to the encampment of 
the veterans and there presented 
with a membership in the Nation- 
al War Veterans of America, Gen- 
eral Gecrge C. Crook, Camp No. 
9, Los Angeles, Calif. 

Custer always seemed to be in 
trouble. Even his love affairs did 
not run smoothly but I guess they 
seldom do. It wouldn’t do for us 
married men to tell how many 
times we fell in love before we 
met the right one. It’s a funny 
thing how quickly we forget how 
our would-be father-in-law inter- 
fered in our love affairs and laid 
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stumbling blocks 
ways to romance. 

Custer was able to throw ter- 
ror into the ranks of the con- 
federates but in the presence of 
his would-be father-in-law, Judge 
Bacon, of Monroe, Michigan, he 
lost his bravado and acted like a 
whipped dog. 

That old philosopher said that 
“the child was father to the man” 
but he might also have said that 
the child was not the father of 
romance. 

On page 46 of “The Glory 


in our path- 


Hunter” we find these words, 
“Frederick Whittaker, Custer’s 
earliest biographer, hints that 


Elizabeth Bacon was ready to 
elope with her suitor. If so, Cus- 
ter gave her no opportunity. No 
other man on earth ever awed 
him more thoroughly than Judge 
Bacon.” The man who could lead 
a regiment against a whole bri- 
gade of confederates and laugh 
in the face of death, could not 
face his prospective father-in-law. 

All married men who read this 
article will appreciate this state- 
ment. This was probably the 
reason Custer applied to Governor 
Blair of Michigan for command 
in the Seventh cavalry. Blair re- 
fused on the grounds that the ap- 
plicant was a McClellan adherent. 
Quoting from page 46, “In mid- 
January, Custer was summoned 
by his chief (McClellan) and 
spent most of the winter with 
him in work upon McClellan’s 
final report on his command of 
the Army of the Potomac.” 

When Custer returned from 
Washington to Monroe, he paid 
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violent court to another girl. His 
strategy may have been better 
than it appears from this distance 
but we are assured by many writ- 
ers that his conduct disgusted 
and affronted Judge Bacon. 

Reading about these trouble- 
some times and the backbitings 
between the officers and civilians, 
it is a wonder that Custer, with 
his peculiar personality, should 
prove to be a better politician 
than many of his contemporaries. 
When a certain particular plum 
of promotion fell, it landed plump 
in his lap. We must give Custer 
eredit for being able to pull the 
political wires carefully, which 
accounts for his sudden promo- 
tion. At the age of 23, Custer 
Was made a general over his con- 
temporaries in the army. 

How little we know what 
destiny holds for us! Graduated 
from West Point at the foot of 
his class, Custer became one of 
the most famous generals of the 
Civil War. And fourteen years 
afterwards, he was demoted to 
colonel of the Seventh cavalry 
and took his orders from Terry, 
who had command of the expe- 
dition against the Indians. 

Custer received the following 
order from Terry. Page 220 of 
“Indian Fights and Fighters” by 
Cyrus Townsend Brady: 


“Camp at Mouth of Rosebud 
river, M. T. June 22nd, 
1876. 
“Lieutenant-Colonel Custer, 7th 
Cavalry. Colonel: 
“The - Brigadier-General Com- 
manding directs that, as soon as 
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ere 


your regiment can be made ready 
for the march, you will proceed 
up the Rosebud in pursuit of the 
Indians whose trail was discov- 
ered by Major Reno a few days 
since. It is, of course, impossible 
to give you any definite instruc- 
tions in regard to this movement, 
and were it not impossible to do 
so, the Department Commander 
places too much confidence in 
your zeal, energy, and ability to 
wish to impose upon you precise 
orders which might hamper your 
action when nearly in contact 
with the enemy. He will, how- 
ever, indicate to you his own 
views of what your action should 
be, and he desires that you should 
conform to them, unless you should 
see sufficient reasons for depart- 
ing from them. He thinks that 
you should proceed up the Rose- 
bud until you ascertain definitely 
the direction in which the trail 
above spoken of leads. Should it 
be found (as it appears almost 
certain that it will be found) to 
turn toward the Little Horn, he 
thinks that you should stil] pro- 
ceed southward, perhaps as far as 
the head-waters of the Tongue, 
and then turn toward the Little 
Horn, feeling constantly, however, 
to your left, so as to preclude the 
possibility of the escape of the 
Indians to the south or southeast 
by passing around your left flank. 
The column of Colonel Gibbon is 
now in motion for the mouth of 
the Big Horn. As soon as it 
reaches that point it will cross 
the Yellowstone and move up at 
least as far as the forks of the 
Big and Little Horns. Of course 
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its future movements must be con- 
trolled by circumstances, as they 
arise, but it is hoped that the 
Indians, if upon the Little Horn, 
may be so nearly inclosed by the 
two columns that their escape will 
be impossible. The Department 
Commander desires that on your 
way up the Rosebud you should 
thoroughly examine the upper part 
of Tulloch’s Creek, and that you 
should endeavor to send a scout 
through to Colonel Gibbon’s 
column, with information of the 
result of your examination. The 
lower part of this Creek will be 
examined by a detachment from 
Colonel Gibbon’s command. The 
supply steamer will be pushed up 
the Big Horn as far as the forks 
of the river if found to be navi- 
gable for that distance, and the 
Department Commander, who will 
accompany the command of Colonel 
Gibbon, desires you to report to 
him not later than the expiration 
of the time for which your troops 
are rationed, unless in the mean- 
time you receive further orders. 


“Very respectfully your obe- 
dient servant, 


E. W. Smith, 

Captain 18th Infantry, 
Acting Assistant Adjutant 
General.” 


Whether Custer disobeyed or- 
ders or not, it is for the public 
to decide. 

I am reminded of the remark 
which Terry made to Commander 
Grant of the ‘Far West’ when he 
said to him, “You are entrusted 
with the care of 52 wounded 
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soldiers, the victims of a sad and 
terrible blunder.” But Terry was 
very diplomatic and neglected to 
specify whose blunder it was. It 
seems as though both Terry and 
Custer might have been to blame. 
Attaching the blame to either one 
will not bring back to life 212 men 
whose lives were sacrificed on the 
banks of the Little Big Horn. 
Again we are led to say that if 
our front-sight were as good as 
our hind-sight, the results of the 
battle of the Little Big Horn might 
have been different. 

The career of Custer was the 
most magnetic of any I have ever 
read in history. Entering the Civil 
War as he did, under a cloud from 
West Point, he rose like a meteor 
to the front rank. He seemed to 
to be under the guardianship of 
one of the gods who fanned him 
on to glory. Then all of a sudden 
that favoritism was withdrawn, 
and he cracked like a plummet of 
lead. 

In reading his story we are 
inclined to believe the ancient 
myths, and wonder if the time of 
miracles is past. We have many 
men in political life who have 
climbed nearly to the peak of suc- 
cess to be crashed suddenly to the 
bottom, oftentimes by just one 
misstep. It’s not for you and me 
to question why. Custer and his 
men did not die for glory; they 
died in the path of duty and they 
did their duty nobly. It ill be- 
hooves you and me to criticize 
their motives. 

At West Point, Custer twice ac- 
cumulated enough demerits to ex- 
pel him from the Military Acad- 
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emy but he always seemed to have 
a friend, so the demerits were 
crossed off and he was allowed to 
graduate. Some have claimed that 
he never received a diploma from 
West Point but that claim is dis- 
proved by the fact that Mrs. Cus- 
ter had his diploma filed away 
among Custer’s papers. 

What must have been his feel- 
ings when he received that diploma 
and became a volunteer soldier and 
immediately went to Washington 
and was appointed to McDowell’s 
staff. He was in the battle of Bull 
Run and his first introduction to 
McDowell was an order to deliver 
instructions from General Scott to 
McDowell. Not being able to se- 
cure a horse, he obtained one, by 
what means I have not been able to 
find out. 

He served continuously during 
the Civil War. His career as a 
soldier was not one which most 
people would be proud of, ag it 
partook too much of the gorilla 
type of warfare. He was headed 
several times for court-martial but 
his personality got him out of his 
scrapes. Sometimes a personality 
is worth more than professional 
standing. I particularly refer to 
his scrape at West Point, also the 
killing of six soldiers who were 
prisoners of war. What seems to 
us like a terrible crime was over- 
looked by the authorities during 
the war. If we knew more about 
the tactics followed by the Con- 
federates, perhaps we might have 
done the same. 

Mosby’s men were particularly 
irritating to Custer. On pages 80 
and 81 of “The Glory Hunter’ we 
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find this statement: ‘The victory 
at Winchester had not entirely 
soothed Custer’s ruffled pride. De- 
feat in open battle he might en- 
dure but there was implicit mock- 
ery in the depredations of Mosby’s 
men, They drove in suddenly. 
They drew blood and _ vanished. 
Theirs were the tactics of the 
gray wolf—of the Indian. Such 
bloody ridicule disparaged Cus- 
ter’s prowess.” 

His spirit had no heavy armor. 
It was hurt by derision. The cor- 
roding irritation of guerilla war- 
fare ate quickly through the scant 
protection that lay above his ego 
and revealed the actual character 
beneath. 

Mosby’s modification of Indian 
warfare wrought small actual dam- 
age to Custer’s brigade, but in- 
flicted grievous injury on its 
leader’s self-esteem. His dealings 
with Mosby’s pseudo Indians afford 
some interpretation of his later 
slaughter of actual red men. The 
smarting of injured pride ration- 
alizes, though it may not pardon, 
what happened at Fort Royal, Sep- 
tember 23, 1864. 

On that morning, Captain 
Samuel Chapman, commanding the 
rangers in Mosby’s absence, at- 
tacked a Union train, rolling down 
under escort toward Front Royal. 
The screaming Gray troopers were 
driving in the guard when Chap- 
man marked the approach of a 
heavy body of Union cavalry and 
ordered immediate retreat. This 
was easier to command than ac- 
complish, for the Blue squadrons 
closed in fast and the revolvers of 
Chapman’s one hundred and twenty 
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men had to blast a path to free- 
dom. In the retreat, Lieutenant 
McMaster of the 2nd United States 
Cavalry was killed. It has been 
said that he was slaughtered after 
he surrendered. It has been said 
that he led a detail to cut off the 
rangers’ retreat and was killed at 
the head of his command, sword in 
hand. It has been said that he 
got inadvertently in the way of 
the fleeing Confederates, was run 
down and slain. Whichever tale 
is the truth—and none of them 
may be—McMaster died in the con- 
fusion and heat of battle when a 
sorely outnumbered force was fight- 
ing to escape. 

Not all the rangers escaped. 
Six were captured—a man named 
Carter, Thomas F. Anderson, Wil- 
liam Thomas Overby, Lucien Love, 
Henry C. Rhodes and David L. 
Jones, all duly enlisted privates 
in the Confederate army. Four of 
the prisoners were shot; two were 
hanged. Their execution was or- 
dered by George Armstrong Cus- 
ter, and carried out under his eyes. 
He apparently suffered no qualms 
then or later. He was one of the 
doomed men whose judgment al- 
ways is right. 

The day before, Mosby troopers 
had captured two couriers bearing 
dispatches to General Custer. They 
had also made a prisoner of his 
orderly who carried half a sheep, 
presumably for the General’s mess. 
The village of Front Royal wit- 
nessed the execution. Until re- 
cently there were still men and 
women alive there who had seen it. 
Custer had his band play the 
dead march while Anderson, Love, 
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Unknown Shore 


(Author unknown) 


OMETIME at eve when the tide is low, 
| shall slip my moorings and sail away, 
With no response to the friendly hail 
Of kindred craft in the busy bay, 
In the silent hush of the twilight pale, 
When the night stoops down to embrace 
the day 
And the voices call in the water’s flow— 
Sometime at eve when the tide is low 
| shall slip my moorings and sail away. 


Through purple shadows that darkly trail 
O’er the ebbing tide of the unknown sea, 
| shall fare me away with a dip of the sail 
And a ripple of waters to tell the tale 
Of a lonely voyager, sailing away 
To mystic isles, where at anchor !ay 
The craft of those who have sailed before 
O’er the unknown sea to the unknown 
shore. of 


A few who have watched me sail away 
Will miss my craft from the busy Fay; 
Some friendly barks that were anchored 
near, 
Some loving souls that my heart held 
dear 
In silent sorrow will drop a tear. 
But | shall have peacefully furled my sail 
In moorings sheltered from storm and gale, 
And greeted the friends who have sailed 
before 
O’er the unknown sea to the unknown 
shore. 
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He Lived a Life 
By H. N. FIFER 


HAT was his creed? 
| do not know his creed, | only know 
That here below, he walked the common 
road 
And lifted many a load, lightened the task, 
Brightened the day for others toiling on:a 
weary way: 
This, his only meed; | do not know his creed. 


What was his creed? | never heard him 
speak 

Of visions rapturous, of Alpine peak 

Of doctrines, dogma, new or old; 

But this | know, he was forever bold 

To stand alone, to face the challenge of 
each day, 

And live the truth, so far as he could see— 

The truth that evermore makes free. 


His creed? | care not what his creed; 

Enough that never yielded to the greed, 

But served a brother in his daily need; 

Plucked many a thorn and planted many 
a flower; 

Glorified in the service of each hour; 

Had faith in God, himself, and fellow-men, 

Perchance he never thought in terms of 
creed; 

| only know he lived a life, in deed! 


(Courtesy of The Christian Century) 
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Rhodes and Jones were shot. Car- 
ter and Overby were hanged on a 
tree, midway between the north 
end of the town and the Shenan- 
doah River. On Overby’s breast 
was pinned a message that read: 
“Such is the fate of all Mosby’s 
gang.” 

The battle of Five Forks seems 
to have been more or less of a 
jumble but Custer had the courage 
to arrest even his own brother. On 
page 105 of the “Glory Hunter” 
we find these words: ‘There is 
brief fierce fighting among the 
wagons. Out of it, a horseman 
who reels in the saddle, whose face 
is masked in scarlet, trots toward 
Custer, shaking a Confederate flag. 
‘He shot me,’ Tom Custer babbles 
to his brother, ‘but I got it.’ The 
ball of the Confederate color- 
bearer, now dead, has driven thru 
his cheek and come out behind his 
ear. Tom waves the tattered ban- 
ner about his head and is deaf to 
his commander’s plea that he seek 
a surgeon. Custer has to place his 
wounded brother under arrest to 
get him off the field. For this 
trophy and the flag he took single- 
handed at Namozine Church, Tom 
Custer is awarded two Congres- 
sional Medals of Honor.” 

In 1894 it was my privilege to 
listen to a lecture on the surren- 
der of Lee by General Gordon. For 
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three hours he held 4,000 students 
as he described graphically the 
surrender of Lee to Grant. It was 
a lecture I shall remember as long 
as I live. There was Gordon, 
dressed in a Confederate uniform, 
with a white mustache and goatee, 
impersonating the surrender in 
every detail. I don’t think a stu- 
dent even coughed during the lec- 
ture. 

When Lee tendered his sword. 
Grant replied, as he handed the 
sword back to Lee, “Keep it, Gen- 
eral, you have well earned the hon- 
or of carrying that sword.” At 
this point in the lecture, you could 
have heard a pin drop in that im- 
mense audience. Then Lee re- 
plied, “What shall we do with the 
horses?” Grant said, ‘‘Keep them. 
You will need those horses to till 
the land that has been drenched 
with blood for the last four years.” 
Lee said, “Thank you; it will go 
a long way towards softening the 
defeat.”’ 

Lee said, “‘How shall I feed my 
men? They have had nothing but 
cracked corn for three weeks.” 
Grant said, “Take them to the 
commissary and we will feed them. 
We have plenty of provisions.” 
Again Lee expressed his apprecia- 
tion for the courtesies and thanked 
Grant for his magnanimous treat- 
ment. There were no tears shed. 
Lee was cool and collected and 
Grant was the same. It was all 
in the day’s work with Grant. 

Great as was Lee’s humiliation, 
he did not forget to be the true 
southern gentleman in every word 
he uttered. They then parted com- 
pany; Lee went onto the front 
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porch and signalled for his horse 
“Traveler”. The horse being 
brought, Lee tipped his hat, salut- 
ed and rode away to his army. I 
would cheerfully give ten years of 
my life to have been present at 
that time and witness the sur- 
render of the great General Robert 
E. Lee, to the plain General Grant 
whose greatest wish a few weeks 
before, when the citizens of Galena 
came to see him and offer him pay- 
ment for his services, was that 
the citizens of Galena should build 
a sidewalk from his house to the 
depot! 

In reference to the Indian con- 
ditions at this time, the Council 
Bluffs Eagle published the follow- 
ing suggestions: 


“Offer a reward of $500 for 
each Indian’s scalp brought in 
and in less than six months we 
will have an end of the Indian 
war and will have peace with 
the red devils on a permanent 
basis.” 


The most cold-blooded Indian 
battle ever fought on the plains 
was that of the Washita. Custer 
was again chief of the Seventh 
and his instructions were simple. 
They were to proceed South to- 
ward the Washita river, the sup- 
posed home of the hostile tribes; 
to destroy their villages and 
ponies; to kill or hang all warriors 
and bring back all women and chil- 
dren. 

It rather looks to me as though 
Custer took instructions too liter- 
ally. At any rate, there were no 
Indians hanged after his campaign 
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of the Washita. 
dead. 

The spirit of Christianity had 
not permeated the minds of the 
leaders at Washington. They for- 
got the biblical inscription “Love 
thy neighbor as thou lovest thy- 
self’’. 

An old scout under Custer at 
the battle of the Washita, from 
whom much of my information has 
been gained, told me that for three 
days and nights after the battle 
they did not see their commander. 
Why, he never said excepting that 
he was riding in an ambulance. 

Custer ordered Godfrey to as- 
sist in burning the village. The 
remnants of the hostile Indians 
drew closer during the destruc- 
tion. “Two squadrons,” Godfrey 
relates, “formed near the left bank 
of the stream and started on the 
‘charge’, when the warriors scat- 
tered and fied. Later a few groups 
were seen on the hilltops but they 
made no hostile demonstrations.” 


Mrs. Custer’s love for Gen. 
Custer never flagged. Page 158 
of the “Glory Hunter” states it 
thus: 


They were all 


“For the love which she bore 
her husband, she endured the 
frontier’s privation and peril— 
and all her days thereafter, 
looked back with reminiscent 
shudders on the danger and dis- 
comfort and most of all upon 
the dread of parting that each 
Spring brought. ‘I used to be 
glad that ours was a mounted 
regiment. If we had belonged 
to the infantry, the regiment 
would have been sent out sooner.’ 
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She learned, that Spring of 1867, 
to invest with terror the cheer- 
ful sounds of a cavalry post on 
the eve of campaign—the fiat 
chiming of blacksmiths’ anvils, 
the rumble and clatter of wagons 
and the whine of sabers on the 
grindstone.” 


Custer wrote, “In years long 
numbered with the past, my every 
thought was ambitious—not to be 
wealthy, not to be learned, but to 
be great—to future generations.” 
And that quotation could very well 
be inscribed on his epitaph. I 
have known many men to whom 
that inscription would have been 
applicable. There are thousands of 
men who are more ambitious to 
make a name for themselves than 
to accumulate riches but the public 
is loth to give them credit. 

These ideas of Custer just pre- 
ceded his court-martial. How it 
happens that Custer was able to 
get out of so many scrapes with 
so little censure, is more than I 
can understand. Many men have 
been killed for doing less than Cus- 
ter did. 

According to the findings of the 
court-martial, he was guilty of the 
following military crimes: 


He had disregarded orders 
and deserted his command on 
July fifteenth; 

By his insurgent dash he had 
damaged horses belonging to the 
government; 

He had neither pursued In- 
dians who had attacked his es- 
cort nor had he recovered the 
bodies of soldiers killed; 

On July 7th, he had ordered 
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officers to chase and shoot down 
deserters and bring none in 
alive; (the obedient officers ac- 
tually had shot these deserters). 


The court also found him guilty 
of neglecting and refusing to per- 
mit the wounded men to receive 
medical attention thereafter, but 
attached no criminality to this. 

Custer was sentenced ‘To be 
suspended from rank and com- 
mand for one year and to forfeit 
his pay proper for the same time’. 
In spite of this sentence, through 
the influence of Sheridan and 
Sherman, he was restored to the 
command of the Seventh cavalry 
and allowed to accompany Terry 
on his expedition against the In- 
dians. It’s more important some- 
times to have political pull than it 
is to have a clean record. 


After all the glory which had 
come to Custer, when he was re- 
instated, he was reduced from his 
high command in the Civil War to 
the command of the Seventh regi- 
ment and ordered to join Terry 
at Fort Lincoln where troops were 
being organized for an Indian 
campaign. 

What Custer’s thoughts were at 
that time it is impossible to im- 
agine, but Custer was sore at 
Grant and knowing his tendencies, 
we can imagine that he vowed to 
get even with Grant. Whether 
Grant was justified in his rulings 
or not can only be judged by the 
historians of the times. There is 
no doubt but that Custer over- 
stepped the bounds of propriety 
in his hearing at Washington by 
giving testimony against Belknap 


which he could not prove and 
which turned out to be hearsay 
testimony altho without a doubt 
there was a great deal of truth in 
Custer’s surmises. 

Belknap at that time was bask- 
ing in the friendship of General 
Grant and Grant could not very 
well go back on his friend. Bel- 
knap soon resigned and was lost 
to the limelight. 

We must not forget that in 
1876 there was to be a presiden- 
tial election and way back in Cus- 
ter’s brain there may have been 
another ambition formulating and 
that was to win this Indian cam- 
paign and grab the glory from 
Terry. If you will study the mo- 
tives of Custer all the way thru, 
such an idea would not be surpris- 
ing. Custer always aimed to be a 
leader in everything he undertook. 
How do we know that he did not 
have the presidential idea in his 
head at that time. This is not a 
statement of fact but is simply 
raised as a question. 

If Custer could have grabbed 
the glory from Terry, Crook and 
Gibbons in this Indian campaign, 
without a doubt he would have 
been the next nominee for presi- 
dent. Custer was only human. Be 
that as it may, he paid the penalty. 

On May 21st, Terry, with his 
division which included that of 
Custer, arrived at the mouth of 
the Rosebud. In a few minutes 
the steamer Far West arrived 
bringing General Gibbon’s com- 
mand. That evening there was a 
council of war and Custer re- 
ceived his orders which have al- 
ready been quoted. 
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Shortly after noon the troops 
engaged in the expedition up the 
Rosebud, passed in review before 
Generals Terry, Gibbons and Cus- 
ter. They marched 12 miles that 
afternoon and made camp. In spite 
of the fact that Terry had sent 
scout Herendeen with Custer’s 
command, and Custer was told to 
send Herendeen to communicate 
with Gibbons at the mouth of the 
Little Big Horn, Herendeen never 
left the command. Custer was told 
to watch the Tulloch creek coun- 
try carefully for smokes from the 
Indian camp. As far as I have 
been able to learn, he never sent a 
man to investigate the territory. 
It leaves us with the impression 
that he rushed into the battle with- 
out having carefully scouted the 
territory. 

The next day they marched 33 
miles and on the evening of the 
24th arrived where Busby now 
stands. I have been over this 
territory time and time again and 
located their probable camping 
places. 

The mileage on the speedometer 
on the automobile tallies almost 
exactly with Custer’s mileage. 
They passed within a few miles of 
Colestrip where the largest strip- 
mining coal mine in the world is 
located. If Custer had taken a 
few hours to scout this country 
carefully, it is a possible thing that 
instead of the battle of the Little 
Big Horn, he would have had the 
glory of investigating this enor- 
mous strip of coal, 212 lives would 
have been saved and we would 
never have heard of the battle of 
the Little Big Horn. 
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Arriving at their camp on the 
night of the 24th, they had a 
light repast and Custer sent out 
word to his soldiers to prepare for 
a night march. All lights were ex- 
tinguished with the exception of 
the light in Custer’s tent. The offi- 
cers were sent for and told to 
get ready to march. At nine o’clock 
they left for the divide between 
the Rosebud and the Little Horn. 

About midnight they arrived at 
the top of the divide and the scouts 
refused to go further until it got 
light. They lay down beside their 
horses and waited until daylight. 
General Godfrey does not agree 
with Theodore Goldin as to the 
location of the exact spot on the 
divide at which they stopped but 
fifty years makes a lot of differ- 
ence in the looks of a country, 
especially when you are looking 
for an Indian camp. I have been 
over this divide several times with 
Godfrey and he was unable to lo- 
cate the exact place where they 
stopped. 

After a few hours rest, they 
made coffee out of the alkali wa- 
ter in Reno creek and, enjoying a 
breakfast of hardtack and the 
breast of pig, started out on the 
last march. Advancing a few 
miles, officers’ call was sounded 
and Benteen was ordered to march 
to the left and scout the country 
for Indians. 

Gen. Godfrey tells me that 
about noon they gave up their 
search for Indians and rode down 
to Reno creek where they watered 
their horses. While he was very 
clear in his descriptions of that 
event, he was never able to locate 
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the morass where they watered the 
horses, 

As I got the story from Gen. 
Godfrey, Reno and Custer were 
several miles in advance of Ben- 
teen at this time and before leav- 
ing Reno to go on the north trail, 
Reno claimed in his court-martial 
that Custer told him to advance 
and charge the Indians and that 
he would support him. The state- 
ment, “And I will support you” 
was not verified at Reno’s court- 
martial. 

At any rate, Reno advanced to 
the Little Big Horn river. There 
he rested his troops for a few 
minutes, crossed the river and 
started out in open formation to 
the point where Garry Owen now 
is. Arriving at that point, he scat- 
tered his troops out with the 
Arickarees to the left and there 
for the first time they saw the 
Indian camp. The Indians charged 
Reno and turned his left flank 
toward the river and then began 
a helter-skelter march back to the 
river and the timber. 

Just before the 50th anniver- 
sary a road gang disturbed a pile 
of brush along the timber and 
there found the skeleton of a man. 
Nothing was left but the hip bones 
and in those bones I found the 
Indian bullet which probably killed 
the man. 

The details of the finding of the 
skeleton of the man were con- 
veyed to General Godfrey and 
wired to Washington. Consent 
was given to bury the remains on 
Custer battlefield but they were 
not buried there. They were buried 
at Garry Owen. 


I wish space would permit de- 
scription of that burial. There 
were the officers of the Seventh 
cavalry on one side and the Indian 
survivors of the fight lined up 
on the other side, with all their 
paint and feathers on. It was a 
sight I shall remember as long 
as I live. The remains were care- 
fully laid away in a body of ce- 
ment. We have the grave of the 
Unknown Soldier in Washington 
but this grave represents to my 
mind a tragic closing of a life 
which was perhaps as great as that 
of the other Unknown Soldier. At 
any rate his death and that of his 
comrades drove the Indian forever 
from the scene of battle. I was 
glad to be able to do my bit 
towards identifying the remains. 

A few rods below there towards 
the river was where Lieut. McIn- 
tosh was killed. Theodore Goldin 
was the man who was given the 
congressional medal for going 
down to the river and getting wa- 
ter for Reno’s wounded men, in 
face of the Indian fire. He told 
me that the story that Reno was 
so excited that he tore off his head 
dress and threw it on the ground 
and made a dash for the river, 
was all wrong. Reno did not throw 
away his revolvers and did not 
seem unduly excited. I received 
the statement with a grain of salt 
and felt that perhaps Goldin had 
forgotten some things in fifty 
years. 

He also told me that General 
Custer came out on the bluffs 
across the river and waved his hat 
to Reno and Reno’s men. The story 
has since been confirmed from 
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various sources, so we have reason 
to believe that Custer was not 
attacked until afternoon. I have 
it from authoritative sources that 
Goldin was sent with a message 
to Reno from Custer so it is only 
fair to suppose that Goldin would 
recognize Custer on the bluffs. 

Then Reno and his men dashed 
to the river to the ford which I 
had selected as the probable cross- 
ing of the river. Mr. Goldin stood 
there and looked, and with tears 
in his eyes, said, “Dr. Russell, you 
have without doubt located within 
ten rods the place where Reno 
crossed the river’. Looking a few 
moments longer, he said, “There 
across the river is where Hodgson 
was killed’. 

The river was so deep that the 
water came up to the horses’ 
bodies. Hodgson apparently was 
wounded before he went into the 
river and grabbed onto the stir- 
rups of a comrade and was dragged 
up the bank. Mr. Goldin was so 
graphic in his description that I 
was almost overcome with the real- 
ity with which he pictured it. In 
fact, I was so badly overcome that 
it was with effort that I managed 
to get hold of my feelings and 
complete the trip. 

I have been informed that Mr. 
Goldin is considered exceptionally 
authentic in his descriptions of the 
battle. At any rate, it places the 
final fall of Custer in the afternoon 
instead of at noon. 

On the 26th, Gibbons marched 
up the river and brought the first 


authentic news to Reno that Cus- 


ter and his entire command had 
been wiped out. I heard General 
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Godfrey’s address on the 50th an- 
niversary and it was surely beau- 
tiful. Among other things he told 
that he imagined when visiting the 
battlefield a couple of years after- 
wards, that the grass was a little 
greener where the soldiers fell, 
than elsewhere. It was a terrible 
strain for a man of his age to 
give a detailed description of the 
death of men he knew so well 
fifty years before. 

Apparently Custer marched 
down the divide and attempted to 
water his horses at the Little Big 
Horn river. There the first man 
was killed in the Custer fight 
proper. Sergeant Butler’s grave 


is found on a little knoll just where: 


the fight began. Custer then 
marched his men toward the place 
where the monument now stands. 
He was on a little divide and the 
Indians rode up in the sagebrush 
on each side and took pot shots at 
his men. 

As Custer arrived on the battle- 
field proper, he dismounted his 
men and each man was given four 
horses to hold while Custer and 
the balance of the troop marched 
down toward the monument. 
Where they dismounted, there are 
fifteen graves, which indicate that 
there were fifteen men left there 
to hold the horses. Going on up 
to the high divide along a narrow 
ridge, Custer’s men were divided 
by the Sioux on one side and the 
Gheyennes on the other, and both 
divisions wiped out. 

I wonder what Custer’s thoughts 
could have been as he marched 
that last quarter of a mile? I 
wonder if he thought of those six 
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Confederates he so mercillessly 
hanged in the Civil War? 

A few years ago at the Crow 
Indian Fair I learned that the man 
who was supposed to have killed 
Custer was visiting there from 
Oklahoma. I decided to get his 
story. It took me two days and 
two nights to get it but eventually, 
with two Crow and two Cheyenne 
interpreters, this Indian went with 
me to the monument and there 
gave me his story of the death of 
Custer. 

This Indian, Brave Bear, says 
he was lying behind some sage- 
brush about where the monument 
now stands and a man leading the 
troops was riding a horse with 
white stockings and a bald face. 
This description fits Custer’s horse 
dandy. Just as they got opposite 
to Brave Bear, a shot was fired 
and the man riding the horse with 
the white stockings, fell over to 
the left. The Indians then at- 
tacked the troops and drove them 
to the river, killing them with war 
clubs. Brave Bear said that the 
soldiers were crying like babies. 

Fifty years afterwards I es- 
corted the sister of Lieutenant 
Sturgis to the place where his body 
was found. I hope some day to 


make that a shrine that you and 
I may walk the last mile with 
Lieutenant Sturgis and picture in 
our minds how he must have felt 
with all those Indians with war 
clubs. It does not seem possible 
for the human mind to adequately 
picture that scen-. 

The half has not been told. 
Not content with murdering 212 
men, the squaws came on the 
ground and most indecently muti- 
lated the bodies. Words cannot 
describe the horrors of that scene. 
Custer’s body was not mutilated 
nor scalped. Some say that he was 
crazy and Indians never scalp a 
crazy man. Altho many Indians 
claim they did not know they killed 
General Custer, from the story of 
Brave Bear, we are led to believe 
that he knew that it was General 
Custer who fell at this point, altho 
he would not admit that he fired 
the shot. 

The story of the problem child 
is finished and the boy general 
who led thousands of men on 
various charges, was wiped out in 
an instant. When the sun went 
down that night, the greatest mis- 
take in the military history of the 
United States was brought to a 
close, 
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The Little Big Horn Valley 
By LOUJINCY POLK 


God smiled on the Little Horn Valley. 
He smiled in His magica! way: 

And | saw a picture of Heaven 
As | gazed on the scene yesterday; 


The mountains loomed up in the background, 
Their summits all covered with snow— 

And the grass formed a massive green carpet 
That covered the valley below. 


As | gazed on that scene of rare beauty, 
A golden sun shone from above, 

Then it sank in the west, and the twilight 
Was filled with soft whispers of love; 


And a moon that had looked pale and silent. 
While the Sun God was having full sway, 

Grew bright and shone down on the valley 
With a light that was almost like day; 


The stars came out in vast number, 
Like bright jewels set in the sky, 

For a while, the whole world was forgotten, 
Nor did | ask myself “Why?” 


For the magic of starlight and moonlight— 
The magic of beauty so rare, 

Makes dreamers of us for the moment 
And we banish all sorrow and care: 


God walks through these great Big Horn mountains, 
He smiles on their valleys below; 

And He paints for us, pictures of Heaven, 

That His wonderful love we might know. 
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Courtesy of Dale C. Wilhelm 


FORT PHILIP KEARNY 


On July 15, 1866, Fort Philip Kearny 
was established on a prominent posi- 
tion near the forks of the Pineys, as 
a headquarters post of the Rocky 
Mountain District, on the old Bozeman 
Road. The site was selected by Col- 
onel Henry B. Carrington because of 
its strategic military advantage near 
the pass over Lodge Trail Ridge. This 
ridge is the watershed between the 
headwaters of the Powder River and 
Tongue River basins. 


On December 21, 1866, the Fetter- 
man disaster occurred just beyond the 
pass at Lodge Trail Ridge. Here 81 
brave men and officers were ambushed 
by the Sioux and Cheyenne Indians. 
There were no survivors. 


On December 21-25, 1866, John (Por- 
tugee) Phillips made his memorable 
ride from this fort to Fort Laramie to 
bring news of the Fetterman disaster. 


On August 2, 1867, the Wagon Box 
Fight was fought near the Pinery, at 
the foot of the Big Horn Mountains. 
Thirty-two men successfully repulsed a 
hoard of Red Cloud’s warriors from 
behind fourteen ordinary wagon boxés. 


On August 20, 1868, Fort Philip 
Kearny was abandoned by the eg ie 
ang it. was immediately destroyed by 

re. 


On October 17-18, 1888, one hundred 
and eleven bodies were disinterred at 


the old military cemetery at the foot 
of Pilot Hill, and removed to the 
Custer Battlefield National Cemetery 
in Montana, 


In the vicinity of the old fort one 
can still find evidences of the block 
house on the summit of Sullivant Hill, 
the lookout point at the top of Pilot 
Hill, and the site of the old military 
cemetery nestled at the foot of this 


proud sentinel. Appropriate monu- 
ments have been placed on Massacre 
Hill and the site of the Wagon Box 
Fight to commemorate the heroic 
deeds of the brave soldiers who fought 
and died on this old frontier. 


A rustic stone fence has recently 
been built around the Massacre Hill 
monument, It also encloses the large 
sand-stone rocks behind which Colonel 
Fetterman’s brave detachment made 
its last stand. 


Adjacent to old Fort Philip Kearny 
is the townsite of Kearney, a_ very 
pleasant little country town on High- 
way No. 87. Dude-ranch accommoda- 
tions are available and a shady park 
on the banks of Big Piney Creek, 
awaits at all times those who wish 
to camp and fish. 


At the restored site of Fort Philip 
Kearny you will find the custodian 
ready to welcome you, and to give you 
authentic information concerning this 
old post. 
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Old Travois Trails 


A few of the issues of OLD TRAVOIS TRAILS are 
still available at 25 cents each, or $1.00 for these six, 
while they last: 


1. TONGUE RIVER NUMBER, Charles J. Oviatt, Don 
Russell, Floramae Croghan. 


2. JANUARY-FEBRUARY, 1941, ISSUE, Rev. Thomas J. 
Potter, Theo. Lowe, Jr., Dr. W. A. Russell, Rev. Stanley 
T. Evans. 

3. POWDER RIVER NUMBER, Lorah B. Chaffin, T. J. 
Gatchell, Betty Keyes, Dorothy Moore Garrison, E. O. 
Railsback, A. L. Brock, E. A. Brininstool, Dorothy May 
Andrus. 


4. FETTERMAN DISASTER NUMBER, Charles D. Schrei- 
beis, Elmo Scott Watson, Dr. William Frackelton. 


5. JOHN PHILLIPS NUMBER, R. S. Ellison, Mrs. Charles 
D. Schreibeis, Warren Richardson, E. A. Brininstool 


6. WAGON BOX FIGHT NUMBER, Mrs. Vie Garber, 
Mr. Fred W. Hilman, George Geier, Charles D. Schreibeis, 
Dr. William Frackelton. 


OLD TRAVOIS TRAILS 


Fort Philip Kearny 
BANNER, WYOMING 


234 


